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Abstract 
 
How were poor persons and beggars considered in the medieval Hungarian narrative 
sources? Were beggars viewed only as pitiful individuals, or were some of them also 
considered “bad poor”? How did wealthy people try to help the poor? Are there any 
examples that they wanted to change the living conditions of the poor, in addition to 
distributing alms? This study seeks answers based on narrative texts and laws from 
medieval sources related to Hungary.       
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In the Gospel, Christ says of the poor, ”For you always have the poor with 
you …”.1 Poverty as a socio-economic phenomenon has been constantly pre-
sent in history; however, attitude to this is changing and may have changed 
even within an era. Examples of rejection of the beggars can be found in me-
dieval sources, but we also encounter a helping turn or a voluntary commit-
ment to poverty. The presence of poverty in a society and the attitude towards 
the phenomenon largely depend on how wealth and private property are con-
sidered in that society. In the following, I attempt to explore the attitudes 

 
* HALMÁGYI, Miklós (PhD), Hungarian National Archives, Békés County Archives, Bé-
kés Branch Archive. The present study is the English version of the following article, 
published in Hungarian: Szegénységről és vagyonról való gondolkodás a korai ma-
gyar elbeszélő forrásokban Sic Itur ad Astra, 67. (2018) 37–59. I thank to Zoltán Tőzsér 
for translating this study. 
1 Mt 26,11.; Cf. Deuteronomy 15:11. In: Bible. 
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towards poverty that can be deduced from the Hungarian-related medieval 
sources. An important question is who was defined as poor. Could the au-
thors imagine the beggar only as a pitiful person, or were some of them con-
sidered ”bad poor”, too? Are there any examples that wealthy persons 
wanted to change the living conditions of the poor, in addition to distributing 
alms?2 Among the works on the history of poverty published in Hungarian, 
it is worth highlighting the writings of Zoltán Somogyi, Lajos Pásztor, András 
Kubinyi, Marie Madeleine de Cevins and Enikő Rüsz-Fogarasi,3 which focus 
primarily on the institutional forms of poverty care (e.g. houses of healing, 
hospitals, poorhouses). In contrast to the cited works, the present study seeks 
to highlight attitudes and opinions about poverty and beggars based on 
chronicles and other narrative sources concerning medieval Hungary (11th – 
16th centuries). 

 
 

Golden Age, initial state 
 
In several cultures, we can come across the concept of people once having 
lived in a Golden Age without poverty.4 In the medieval Hungarian sources 
the idea of the Golden Age is also present which we encounter primarily in 
the case of P dictus magister – the ’Anonym’ notary of King Bela – when pre-
senting Scythia, the old home-region of the Hungarians. The unnamed author 
describes a region where there were no wealth differences and people lived 
in prosperity.5 

In 1522, Martinus Thyrnavinus (Martin of Trnava), an educated Benedic-
tine monk living in the Jagiellonian age, depicts the reign of Saint Stephen as 
a Golden Age. He praises Saint Stephen’s time as follows: ”There was a great 
abundance of shining silver, copper, and gold, and money. The peasant chil-
dren played with golden forints and the youth had their purses stuffed (2, 
253–256.).”6  We can notice that the humanist author no longer places the 
Golden Age in the distant past but at a relatively reasonable distance, barely 
five hundred years before his own age, and not in the pagan age but in the 
time of a Christian, holy king. This solution was more consistent with the 
spirit of the Benedictine monk, and he could also set an example for the ruler 

 
2 Cf. GUREVICS 1974, 185–251; PÁSZTOR 2000, 62.  
3 SOMOGYI 1941; PÁSZTOR 2000; CEVINS 2003; KUBINYI 1999; RÜSZ-FOGARASI 2008.  
4 GUREVICS 1974, 210–211. 
5 HALMÁGYI 2014. 44–48; HALMÁGYI–SZABÓ, 2012; VÁSÁRY 2008; Gesta Hungarorum, I. 
79; ANONYMI 1937, cap. I. 35–36.       
6 GERÉZDI 1958, 130; Martinus Thyrnavinus, 1903, 239–240. 
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of his own time by placing the ”Golden Age” during the reign of King Saint 
Stephen. 
 

Famous beggars 
 
We find stories about famous beggars and their history of becoming beggars 
in our medieval sources, the best known of which is the legend of the seven 
mourning Hungarians. According to the Chronica Posoniense of the 14th cen-
tury, the seven Hungarians were captured on German territory after a lost 
campaign, and were ”sent to Pannonia by the emperor with severed ears.” In 
Hungary they had to live as beggars, separated from their family, because 
they did not die with their companions.7 According to this story, the Hungar-
ians punished the cowardice with poverty. 

The famous beggar of the Hungarian chronicle tradition is the deprived 
King Solomon. According to Bernold of Constance, who wrote in the second 
half of the 11th century, Solomon fell in 1087 in a battle with the Greeks. How-
ever, according to the Hungarian sources, Solomon escaped and continued 
his life as a poor penitent. According to Simon Kézai, he appeared in Fehérvár 
once when King László distributed alms to the poor and he himself accepted 
a donation from László, too. The authenticity of the legendary story cannot be 
proven, so in any case it is certain from the cited sources that the idea of a 
deprived, penitent king was present in the thinking of our chroniclers.8 
 
 

Kings distributing alms 
 
In connection with the medieval image of poverty, it is worth paying attention 
to the attitude of the saints of the Árpád-Dynasty towards the poor. The 
longer legend of St. Stephen writes that ”one night” King Stephan visited the 
poor, to give them some money. ”The poor immediately began to hustle dur-
ing the distribution of the money of the heavenly treasury, testifying to the 
merit of the man of God by tearing his beard.”9 The story is noteworthy on 
the one hand because it depicts beggars as negative figures who are violent 

 
7 Chronica Posoniense 50–51; Pozsonyi Krónika, 92. (c. 35–36); Chronica Posoniense 50–
51; Chroni Hungarici Compositio, chapter 35, 36, p. 292–294. 
8 KONSTANZI 2006, 206; SIMON DE KEZA, cap. 61., p. 181; KEZAI, chapter 61; Chronici 
Hungarici compositio, chapter 136, p. 410–411; Képes Krónika, chapter 136. 
9 Legendae S. Stephani regis, cap.12. p. 387–388. Szent István nagy legendája, 23.  
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towards those who want good for them. King Stephen, on the other hand, is 
presented as a pious man who tolerates the violence of beggars with peace.10 

A motif little known in the history of poverty in Hungary is the meeting of 
King Béla III and Emperor Frederick Barbarossa in 1189. The emperor 
marched through Hungary while going for a crusade, and the accompanying 
historian Arnold of Lübeck commemorated the meeting of Frederick and Béla 
III. The two rulers met around Esztergom. It was here that ”the king presented 
the emperor with two warehouses full of the finest flour. And the emperor, 
having no need for flour, gave some of it to the poor people. Because of the 
great greed of the people who were pushing in the crowd, the flour buried 
three persons.”11  

It is usual to emphasize that famine was not typical in the medieval Hun-
garian Kingdom even when the population of Western Europe did not have 
access to an adequate amount of food due to the natural disasters affecting 
the cereal fields. In the Carpathian Basin, the relatively sparse population was 
able to escape from starvation due to the wildlife and the abundant fish quan-
tity in the waters. 12 The description of Arnold of Lübeck is remarkable in the 
light of all this, since according to his report, the people in Hungary were also 
crowded when they were given flour. 
 
 

Female saints and the poor 

 
Of the members of the Árpád-Dynasty, Saint Elizabeth is certainly the best 
known as the helper of the poor. The daughter of King Andrew II left Hun-
gary at the age of four and lived most of her life in Thuringia, so the biograph-
ical data about supporting the poor characterize the conditions there. After 
the death of her husband, even she herself became poor in the service of the 
fallen. 13  An important feature of her is that, according to the maintained 
sources, her activity was influenced by serenity and cheerfulness. We know 
from the testimony of her maidservants that she secretly washed a repulsive-
looking beggar. ”When her servants then surprised and scolded her, she just 

 
10 Legendae S. Stephani regis, cap. 12., p. 387; Szent István nagy legendája, 24.; The motif of 
the king who acts at night out of religious devotion and lives about a double life is 
present in the legend of St. Wenceslas: Passio, 42/43–44/45. 
11 ”dedit rex imperatori duas domus plenas farine purissime. Imperator vero quia fa-
rina opus non habebat, dedit eam populo pauperi.” Lübecki Arnold a német 
keresztesek magyarországi átvonulásáról. ARNOLD, 171. (Cap. 8.). Cf. KRISTÓ–MAKK 
1981, 77. 
12 CEVINS 2003, 50–51. 
13 SZ. JÓNÁS 1997. 
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laughed.”14 When she cared for a scabious boy, she ”spoke to him extremely 
cheerfully, kindly.” When dealing with a leper woman, ”She laughed at her a 
lot, set her bed, spoke sweetly to this poor woman, and comforted her.”15 On 
one occasion, after distributing donations to those in need, she lit a fire: ”We 
want their joy to be complete, so let’s light a fire! And the poor started singing 
and had a great time. On hearing this, Blessed Elizabeth said, Behold, I have 
told you that we must make people happy. And she herself was happy with 
those who rejoiced.”16  

In the sacrificial and cheerful behaviour of Elizabeth, however, rigour and 
determination show up sometimes. By her servants’ testimony, it is worth 
mentioning first the story that happened during Elizabeth’s marriage, during 
her husband’s life. The narrative reveals that the princess once made a dis-
tinction between the able-bodied and the weak. Before the harvest, ”she gave 
every able-bodied person shirts and sandals so that the stubble would not in-
jure their feet, giving them sickles so that they could reap and live on their 
own work.”17 By the continuation of the narrative, when she had no money, 
she gave veils and silk to poor women to sell, but added, ”work hard”.18 

Another important question is how the poor turned to their benefactor. In 
the testimonies it can be read that Elizabeth often gave alms to a sick old 
woman and sent her medicine also. When they met each other on a narrow 
street, the old woman pushed Elizabeth into the mud.19 In this case, too, we 
encounter the motif of the noble-hearted giver and the ungrateful poor. The 
existence of a turn of the poor endowed with a negative trait is worth empha-
sizing, because it is a recurring thought among the medieval authors. Even in 
the legend of King Stephen, the beard of the donating king was pulled by the 
beggars. In the history of the saints, these motives teach that good deeds must 
be done without expecting earthly reciprocity and thanksgiving. At the same 
time, there may be a real experience behind the stories of the violence and 
impatience of the poor. A 13th-century work lists some crimes about which 
the author felt were characteristic of the poor, such as envy, laziness, decep-
tion, drunkenness.20 

The daughter of King Bela IV, St. Margaret, lived her short life in a convent. 
During her canonisation-process in 1276 witnesses gave information about 

 
14 HUYSKENS 1908, 128; A négy szolgáló vallomása, 151. 
15 HUYSKENS 1908, 129; A négy szolgáló vallomása, 173–174. 
16 HUYSKENS 1908, 133; A négy szolgáló vallomása, 171. 
17 HUYSKENS 1908, 120; A négy szolgáló vallomása, 157. 
18  “…vendatis pro Vestra necessitate et fortiter laboretis.” HUYSKENS 1908, 120; A négy 
szolgáló vallomása, 158. 
19 HUYSKENS 1908, 122; A négy szolgáló vallomása 161.  
20 GEREMEK 1988. 37–38. presents the opinion of the Dominican author, Humbert von 
Romans. See also SCHNEIDER 2017, 189. 
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her life and deeds. These records of her testify her compassion for the poor 
and the help she provided. The common space where both the laities and the 
nuns could be present was the church. According to a testimony, Margaret 
”gladly gave alms to the poor who were sick, whom she saw from time to time 
through the choir windows, when they were in the church, and she gave them 
her own clothes, with the permission of the prioress.”21  According to the 
sources, Margaret thought of those also who lived far from the convent. The 
Dominican provincial governor, Marcellus, for example, entrusted an elderly 
monk to deliver Margaret’s donations to appropriate places.22 

The Acts of Margaret’s canonisation process are interesting also regarding 
the research of the wealth situation because, in the case of secular witnesses, 
they are asked whether they are rich or poor. In the preface to the publication 
of the Acts, Vilmos Fraknói collected and grouped the testimonies about the 
financial situations. The witnesses repeatedly mention robberies. Hograd of 
Sarló: ”I used to be rich but was robbed by brigands.”23 Thomas of Disznód: 
“I was a rich man, but I’m poor now, because I was robbed.”24 Bethe about 
Balogd I was rich, but I was robbed.25 John of Téz told: ”Poor, because I was 
robbed.” 26  And Mata testifies about himself: ”I have enough, unless I’m 
robbed.”27 A particular example is the self-qualification of one of them. John 
Megyer summarizes his own situation as follows: ”When I work well, I have 
enough.”28 He therefore makes his financial situation not dependent on exter-
nal circumstances but on his own work. 

The testimony of a free woman named Math reveals quite a special con-
ception of poverty: ”I am very poor, because I have no son.”29 She didn’t go 
into details on what she meant so we can guess only. Math’s words can be 

 
21 Tanúvallomások, chapter, VII. p. 96; Acts, 222/223–224/225.; See also: Tanúvallomások, 
XXXI; Acts, 406/407.; See also: Acts, 444/445. Tanúvallomások, XXXVIII. (During this 
work I used the Hungarian translation by Bellus and Szabó, cf. Tanúvallomások. The 
Latin text of the protocol is available also in the edition of FRAKNÓI 1896.). 
22 The testimony of Marcellus: ”When it so happened that I was away from this mon-
astery for reasons related to my duty, the blessed Margaret asked me herself many 
times to allow her to give alms, from the things she happened to get from her parents 
in the aforesaid way, by agency of some old brother who lived here, and I assigned to 
her a certain Brother George, a very old man who was staying in this monastery at the 
time.” Acts, 444/445. Tanúvallomások, c. XXXVIII. 
See: Tanúvallomások, c. XXXVIII. 191. 
23 Tanúvallomások, c. LX; Acts, LX, p. 538/539; FRAKNÓI 1896, p. CL–CLI. 
24 Tanúvallomások, c. LXVII; Acts, LXVII, p. 562/563. 
25 Tanúvallomások, c. LXXXI; Acts, LXXXI, p. 620/621. 
26 Tanúvallomások, c. CI; Acts, CI, p. 668/669. 
27 Tanúvallomások, c. LXVI; Acts, LXVI, p. 558/559. 
28 Tanúvallomások, c. LXXVII; Acts 79:602/603. 
29 Tanúvallomások, c. LVII; Acts, 57:526/527. 
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interpreted on the one hand by a material, livelihood point of view: if she 
doesn’t have a son to support her in her old days, it’s hard to sustain herself. 
There is a social interpretation: if she did not give birth to a male heir, she 
might have received a negative judgement, so her life could become difficult 
even in spite of her financial well-being. In the end, we cannot exclude the 
possibility that she felt poor spiritually, emotionally, for not having a son. 
 
 

Laws and the poor 
 
Some paragraphs of medieval Hungarian laws provided a discount for the 
less well-off. The law of St. Stephen obliges the count who killed his wife to 
pay 50 steers, the knight had to pay ten steers and an ordinary person only 
five steers This law imposed the judgement based on the property situation 
of the sinner.30 

The first decree of Coloman the Learned deals specifically with the poor: 
”Merchants who trade to become rich should double their old toll; on the 
other hand, the poor who make a living from trade should pay their usual 
toll.”31  

The Bulla Aurea having been released in the time of Andrew II (1222) pro-
vided a discount for the poor: “The jobagiones should follow the royal court 
and travel anywhere so that the poor are not oppressed or plundered.” By 
jobagiones we mean here lords who followed the king travelling in the coun-
try.32 The above laws reveal that the kings tried to help the less well-off not 
only by distributing alms but also by providing opportunities.33 
 
 

Summary 
 
I started the investigation with the question of who was considered poor in 
the Middle Ages. Based on the examples given, we can say that those living 
from work could also be classified as poor in medieval Hungary. Those who 
were crowded for the flour donation of Emperor Frederick may have lived 
from their work but with deprivation. Mrs. Math, who declared herself poor 
because she did not have a son, could point to a livelihood difficulty but even 

 
30 ZÁVODSZKY 1904, 146. (c. XV.). 
31 Kálmán király I. törvénykönyve, chapter 33. p. 181.; ZÁVODSZKY 187; ”Mercatores ob id 
solum, ut ditescant venalium rerum dediti studiis, pristina dupplicent tributa; pau-
peres vero, qui de mercato vivunt, persolita tributa persolvunt.”; FÜGEDI 1961, 92. 
32 Aranybulla, chapter XIII. 40. 
33 About interpretations of medieval poverty see: RAFF 2004, 9–10; GEREMEK 1988, 28. 
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to an emotional lack. To the question of how the wealthy supported the poor, 
based on the source of Elizabeth giving a work tool and, on the laws, paying 
attention also to the poor, we can answer that they not only tried to help the 
needy with alms, but there are also examples of providing opportunities.  

Charity was part of the lives of the kings and queens, however, St. Eliza-
beth stood out from them for she not only gave the surplus to the poor but 
served them essentially with all her life. Reading about Elizabeth’s work, both 
her serenity and rigour should be emphasized, as she required the able-bod-
ied to work but also gave them job opportunities. I found no other example of 
this kind of differentiated charity from that era. In the biographies of both St. 
Stephen and Elizabeth, the ungrateful, violent beggar is present: these stories 
emphasize the importance of selfless assistance. 
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